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This historical resources survey report is produced for the purposes of meeting requirements 

under Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act, the Antiquities Code of Texas, and 

other cultural resource legislation related to environmental clearance as applicable. 
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Abstract 

The proposed Interstate Highway (I-) 35 Capital Express Central Project is to improve an 

approximately 8-mile segment of I-35 from U.S. Highway (US) 290 East to US 290 West/State 

Highway 71. The project Area of Potential Effects includes a portion of Sir Swante Palm 

Neighborhood Park (Palm Park), which was found potentially eligible for the National Register of 

Historic Places (NRHP) as part of the 2016 Meridian Highway Survey Report by Hardy-Heck-

Moore, Inc. Reconnaissance-level investigations for the current project also identified Palm Park 

for its potential eligibility and concluded that intensive-level work would be required to provide a 

definitive NRHP evaluation for Palm Park. A description of the overall project area and detailed 

survey results are included in the reconnaissance Historic Resources Survey Report (HRSR). 

 

On behalf of the Texas Department of Transportation Environmental Affairs Division, Mead & 

Hunt, Inc. performed an intensive survey in January 2022 to provide a definitive evaluation of 

NRHP eligibility for Palm Park. The intensive survey included extensive research, fieldwork, and 

comparative analysis. 

 

Based on the findings of the intensive survey, Palm Park is recommended eligible for listing in 

the NRHP under Criterion A in the areas of Ethnic Heritage and Entertainment/Recreation. 

Based on the project designs as shown on August 2022 schematics and design files, both build 

alternatives (Alternative 2 and Modified Alternative 3) would have no adverse effect to the 

NRHP-eligible Palm Park. 
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Area of Potential Effects (APE) 

 

 δExisting ROW 

 δ150õ from Proposed ROW and Easements 

 δ300õ from Proposed ROW and Easements 

 χCustom: Sir Swante Palm Neighborhood Park (Palm Park), 200 North I-35, Travis 

Central Appraisal District (TCAD) parcel 191622, part of parcel 191609 , and the 

vacated Sabine Street right-of-way (ROW) between Waller Creek and TCAD parcel 

191622 . (Note: The APE for the I-35 Capital Express Central Project reconnaissance 

HRSR extends 150 feet beyond the projectõs Environmental Study Area.) 

Á Historic-Age Survey Cut-Off Date: 1980 

Á Study Area For the I-35 Capital Express Central Project as a whole, the 

historic resources study area extends 1,300 feet beyond 

proposed new ROW and easements. Results of the overall study 

area analysis are available in the projectõs Historic Resources 

Research Design and reconnaissance-level Historic Resources 

Survey Report (HRSR). 

 

For purposes of this intensive survey, the historic resources 

study area is limited to the two property parcels and vacated 

public street ROW that comprise Palm Park. 

Section 106 Consulting Parties 

Á Public Involvement Outreach Efforts: 

 The proposed project includes ongoing focused Section 106 of the National Historic 

Preservation Act of 1966, as amended (Section 106) public involvement outreach, as well 

as incorporation of historic resources as part of the National Environmental Policy Act 

(NEPA) public involvement process. The Texas Department of Transportation (TxDOT) held a 

virtual Section 106 consulting parties meeting on October 6, 2021, to provide an overview 

of the project, cultural resources management as part of TxDOTõs project development 

process, consulting party opportunities and roles in the Section 106 process, and upcoming 

historic resources survey tasks and schedule. TxDOT posted the draft I-35 Capital Express 

Central reconnaissance-level HRSR and seven intensive-level HRSRs on the project website 

for public access on May 24, 2022. A Section 106 consulting party meeting was held on 

June 10, 2022, to gather comments and questions. TxDOT will involve consulting parties 

throughout the Section 106 process, including a meeting to discuss project impacts and 

potential mitigation activities. Additional information on Section 106-focused public 
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involvement efforts for the I-35 Capital Express Central Project is included in the 

reconnaissance-level HRSR. 

Á Identification of Section 106 Consulting Parties:  

 TxDOT identified 28 potential consulting parties for the I-35 Capital Express Central Project 

to date. Of the consulting parties, the following groups are most likely to have interest in 

Palm Park based on geographic location and/or historical associations: 

¶ Texas Historical Commission 

¶ Travis County Historical Commission 

¶ Preservation Austin 

¶ City of Austin Historic Landmark Commission/Historic Preservation Office 

¶ City of Austin Parks and Recreation Department (PARD), Historic Preservation and 

Tourism 

¶ Rainey Neighborhood Association 

¶ Willow-Spence Historic District/East Cesar Chavez Neighborhood Contact Team 

Section 3 

¶ Waterloo Greenway Conservancy 

The City of Austin PARD participated in the October 6, 2021, consulting parties meeting and 

provided information on Palm Park and other properties. TxDOT contacted the Waterloo 

Greenway Conservancy to gather information on its initiative to document the cultural 

heritage of the Lower Waller Creek neighborhood; however, TxDOT had not received any 

information at the time of draft HRSR preparation. 

Á Section 106 Review Efforts:  

 As noted above, TxDOT held a Section 106 consulting party meeting on October 6, 2021, to 

provide an overview of the project, cultural resources management as part of TxDOTõs 

project development process, consulting party opportunities and roles in the Section 106 

process, and upcoming historic resources survey tasks and schedule. On December 6, 

2021, TxDOT updated consulting parties on the in-progress cultural resources investigations 

via email. TxDOT provided another update and outlined upcoming steps in the Section 106 

process via email on February 2, 2022. In this email, TxDOT reminded consulting parties of 

the opportunity to provide input on potentially historic resources in the project APE. Mead & 

Hunt contacted several consulting parties to request additional information in the course of 

developing the draft HRSR. These included: 

¶ City of Austin Historic Landmark Commission/Historic Preservation Office 

¶ City of Austin PARD, Historic Preservation and Tourism 

¶ Preservation Austin 

¶ Texas Historical Commission 

 

TxDOT initiated formal review of the draft I-35 Capital Express Central reconnaissance-level 

HRSR and seven intensive-level HRSRs on May 24, 2022. The HRSRs were posted to the 

project website. Consulting parties were notified and invited to send comments and 
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questions via email to the TxDOT project historian. A Section 106 consulting party meeting 

was held on June 10, 2022, to gather comments and questions. Section 106 consulting 

parties were also invited to request individual meetings with the TxDOT project historian if 

desired.  

 

Information provided to date by the consulting parties pertains to other resources and 

neighborhoods in the I-35 Capital Express Central Project area and did not include 

information related to Palm Park. 

 

TxDOT will continue to involve consulting parties throughout the Section 106 process. A 

second meeting to discuss potential mitigation activities will be held at a date to be 

determined during the fall of 2022. Results of this meeting, including additional consulting 

party comments related to Palm Park, will be included in the final I-35 Capital Express 

Central reconnaissance-level HRSR. 

Á Summary of Consulting Parties Comments:  

 There have been no consulting party comments regarding Palm Park to date. 

Stakeholders 

Á Stakeholder Outreach Efforts: 

 In addition to the Section 106 consulting parties, anticipated project stakeholders may 

include property owners, residents, and business owners in and near the project APE; 

neighborhood associations and planning contact teams; other neighborhood and community 

groups; and elected officials. 

 

Regarding potential stakeholders for Palm Park, TxDOT has identified and contacted the City 

of Austin PARD, the Waterloo Greenway Conservancy, and the Rainey Neighborhood 

Association as part of Section 106 outreach, as described above. The reconnaissance-level 

HRSR provides additional information on stakeholder outreach for the overall I-35 Capital 

Express Central Project.  

Á Identification of Stakeholder Parties:  

 ¶ City of Austin PARD, Historic Preservation and Tourism ð property owner/facility 

manager. 

¶ Waterloo Greenway Conservancy ð advocacy group for Lower Waller Creek area. 

¶ Rainey Neighborhood Association ð designated neighborhood group for area south of 

Palm Park. 

Á Summary of Stakeholder Comments:  

 The City of Austin PARD participated in the October 6, 2021, Section 106 consulting parties 

meeting and provided information on Palm Park and other properties. 
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Project Setting/Study Area  

Á Study Area  

 The overall historic resources study area for the I-35 Capital Express Central Project extends 

1,300 feet beyond maximum proposed ROW. For the purposes of this intensive survey, the 

study area is confined to the boundaries of Palm Park as shown on the online interactive 

map published by the City of Austin PARD. It comprises: TCAD parcel 191622 , containing 2 

acres; part of TCAD parcel 191609, which overall contains 0.62 acres; as well as the 

vacated former Sabine Street ROW between Waller Creek and parcel 191622. 

Á Previously Evaluated Historic Resources  

 Palm Park was recommended eligible for the NRHP under Criteria A and C as part of the 

2016 Meridian Highway Survey Report by Hardy-Heck-Moore, Inc. (HHM, Inc.) (property TV-

1189). 

Á Previously Designated Historic Properties  

 The adjacent parcel containing the associated Palm School was changed to general retail-

historic zoning and designated as a historic landmark by Austin City Council in 1980 

(Ordinance NO. 800717-U). The landmark designation does not extend to Palm Park. 

Á Previously Designated Historic Districts  

 There are no previously designated historic districts on this property. 

Á Historic Land Use  

 Prior to the designation of Palm Park, Sanborn maps show that the area bounded by East 3rd 

Street, East Avenue (now I-35), East 1st Street (now East Cesar Chavez Street), and Red 

River Street consisted of mostly one-story frame dwellings. The brick Tenth Ward School, 

which would become the Palm School, was located at the corner of East Avenue and East 1st 

Street. The original alignment of Waller Creek cut south along East Avenue and then west to 

parallel what would become East 2nd Street.1 By the mid-1930s, in response to the 1928 

Koch and Fowler city plan, Waller Creek had been rerouted to parallel Sabine Street and 

then cut more gently southwest, creating the piece of land adjacent to East Avenue that was 

designated as Palm Park. The surrounding areas still included mostly frame dwellings and 

an expanded Palm School.2 By the 1960s, while some frame dwellings were still present 

northwest of Palm Park, the park was also increasingly surrounded by industrial and 

commercial buildings including a large dairy complex to the southwest and commercial 

 
1 òInsurance Maps of Austin, Texas, 1900ó (New York: Sanborn-Perris Map Company, 1900), Sheet 10, 

University of Texas at Austin, Perry-Castañeda Library Map Collection. 
2 òAustin, Texas, 1935 Vol. 1.,ó 1:600 (New York: Sanborn Map Company, 1935), Sheet 10, Library of 

Congress, https://www.loc.gov/item/sanborn08415_006/. 
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businesses to the north; Palm School further expanded during this time.3 The construction of 

I-35 along the former East Avenue alignment to the east contributed to this commercial and 

industrial growth. 

Á Current Land Use and Environment  

 The Palm Park parcels are currently owned by the City of Austin and maintained by the City 

of Austin PARD. Palm Park is free to visit and open to the public. The pool is no longer in use, 

but the park contains playground equipment and restrooms. Waller Creek and the Waller 

Creek Greenbelt Trail cross the park grounds. 

 

The I-35 southbound frontage road borders the park to the east, and East 3rd Street borders 

the park to the north. 3Waller, a four-story apartment complex completed in 2022 , sits 

directly north across the road at 710 East 3rd Street. The historic-age Palm School, owned by 

Travis County, and the Fairmont Austin Hotel are situated south of Palm Park on the same 

block. East 2nd Street runs east-west between the Fairmont Hotel and Palm Park and stops 

at Sabine Street, which runs north-south between Palm School and the Fairmont Hotel. 

Maps of Palm Park and its vicinity are provided in Appendix D. Palm School was completed 

in 1892 and is now owned by Travis County Health and Human Services. The building was 

vacated by Travis County staff in 2020. The Fairmont Hotel is a 37-story structure designed 

by the Gensler architecture firm; it opened in 2018 and connects to the Austin Convention 

Center one block west via a sky bridge. There are four more parcels in the northwest corner 

of this block, west of the park, all owned by the City of Austin. They contain Palm Park Water 

Habitat (which occupies two parcels and is not within the official Palm Park boundary), the 

Castleman-Bull House, and the Trask House. Both houses are City of Austin Historic 

Landmarks. The Castleman-Bull House was moved to this location in 2001. 

Á Historic Period(s) and Property Types  

 The subject property is a 1930s-era park landscape that has served a recreational function 

since its designation. Buildings and structures within the park include the shelter building, 

swimming pool, tetherball court, playground, concrete steps, and the Waller Creek Greenbelt 

Trail. These resources were constructed between 1933 and 2003. 

Á Integrity of Historic Setting  

 The integrity of the historic setting is diminished by the industrial, commercial, and 

transportation-related development adjacent to the property, including the addition of I-35 to 

the east in the early 1960s, Austin Convention Center to the west in the 1990s, and more 

recently the Fairmont Austin Hotel to the south and 3Waller condominiums to the north. Mid-

to-late-twentieth-century development was tied to urban renewal efforts in this part of 

downtown Austin, which diminished the former residential setting along Waller Creek. These 

 
3 òAustin, Texas, 1935 (Revised 1961) Vol. 1.,ó 1:600 (New York: Sanborn Map Company, 1962), Sheet 

10, Digital Sanborn Maps, 1867-1970, ProQuest. 
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trends continue to threaten the integrity of historic setting for Palm Park. Detailed integrity 

information is provided in the NHRP Eligibility Recommendations section below. 

Survey Methods 

Á Methodological Description  

 The intensive survey is in compliance with TxDOTõs latest Environmental Toolkit Standards 

and Historical Studies guidance. A reconnaissance-level survey has been performed for the 

full project corridor between US 290 East and US 290 West/SH 71. This intensive-level 

investigation focused on clarifying the NRHP eligibility of Palm Park at 200 North I-35. This 

property is located in the Waller Creek District of downtown Austin, which is located on the 

west side of I-35 along Waller Creek. Maps are provided in Appendix D. Historic-age 

resources were identified using available historic maps, atlases, and aerials in combination 

with field observations. The property was evaluated for potential NRHP eligibility applying 

appropriate regional and thematic contexts. The historic context was developed using primary 

and secondary source material. 

 

On behalf of TxDOT ENV, Mead & Hunt performed an intensive survey of Palm Park in January 

2022. Field survey for the property included detailed photography and fieldnotes recorded 

electronically on tablets. Survey photographs and field data were used to produce an 

inventory form for the historic-age resources (see Appendix C). 

Á Comments on Methods  

Investigations include one non-archaeological cultural resources intensive survey, including 

photographic documentation and research. Findings of the intensive survey are compiled into 

this HRSR completed in accordance with TxDOTõs Documentation Standard: Historical 

Resources Survey Report. 

Survey Results 

Á Project Area Description 

 Two alternatives are currently under consideration for the proposed improvements: 

Alternative 2 and Modified Alternative 3. Under both alternatives, proposed improvements 

include removing the existing I-35 upper decks, lowering the roadway, and adding two non-

tolled high-occupancy-vehicle managed lanes in each direction from US 290 East to SH 

71/Ben White Boulevard. Both alternatives would reconstruct frontage roads, ramps, 

intersections, and east-west cross-street bridges. Shared-use (pedestrian and bicycle) paths 

would be added along the corridor. Under Alternative 2, additional flyovers would be 

constructed at the I-35 and US 290 East interchange. Under both alternatives, additional 

ROW acquisition would be required intermittently along areas throughout the corridor. In 

most areas, the proposed new ROW would not extend past the first tier of parcels adjacent 
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to the existing I-35 ROW. Design files for both alternatives are available on the project 

website (www.my35capex.com). Parcels adjacent to the I-35 ROW include a mix of historic-

age and non-historic-age commercial, institutional, and high-density multi-family residential 

resources. Several parks, cemeteries, and sports and entertainment stadiums/arenas are 

also present. Beyond the first tier of parcels, the APE surveyed for the projectõs 

reconnaissance HRSR includes a wider mix of resources, including established single-family 

residential neighborhoods, a wide range of commercial properties, governmental buildings, 

and educational properties.  

 

This intensive survey focuses only on Palm Park, located in the southeast part of downtown 

Austin. As noted above, Palm Park encompasses an area bounded by East 3rd Street on the 

north, I-35 southbound frontage road on the east, Palm School and Fairmont Hotel property 

on the south, and Waller Creek on the west. Palm Park continues in use as a recreational 

property owned by the City of Austin. 

Á Literature Review 

 Mead & Hunt consulted a range of primary and secondary sources to develop the historic 

context and reevaluate the subject property for NRHP eligibility. Below is a general 

description of sources used and how each informed the intensive survey. Individual 

resources are also identified in the References Cited section.  

 

The following secondary sources provided both general background information on the study 

area and property-specific information for the historic context: 

¶ Entries from the Handbook of Texas Online. 

¶ Historic contexts on the City of Austin, I-35, and Lower Waller Creek previously 

prepared by HHM, Inc.: 

o City of Austin Historic Resources Survey, 2016. 

o Historic Context Study of Waller Creek, 2018. 

¶ A historic context on the park system in Omaha, Nebraska, which included 

information on national park development and recreational trends in the early 

twentieth century. 

¶ Unpublished drafts of a Multiple Property Documentation Form, the òHistoric City of 

Austin Parks and Recreation Department (PARD) Shelter Houses,ó authored by Eliza 

Blackman. 

 

The following historic mapping and aerial imagery sources obtained online were used to 

trace development patterns and land uses in the study area: 

¶ Historic and current aerial imagery obtained through Historicaerials.com, Google 

Earth, and United States Geographical Survey (USGS) Earth Explorer. 

¶ General Land Office Maps of Travis County available through the Portal to Texas 

History. 

¶ USGS topographic maps of Austin available through USGS TopoView. 

http://www.my35capex.com/
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¶ Current property parcel data available from TCAD. 

¶ Data obtained through the City of Austinõs PARD Interactive Map. 

¶ Historic Sanborn Fire Insurance maps obtained through the University of Texas at 

Austin, Perry-Castañeda Library Map Collection, and the Library of Congress website. 

¶ Birdõs-eye maps obtained through the University of Texas at Austin, Perry-Castañeda 

Library Map Collection, and the Texas Historic Map Overlay. 

 

Property-specific primary source materials were obtained online and at the Austin History 

Center. These materials were used along with other sources to develop a historic overview of 

the development of Palm Park. These sources included the following: 

¶ Historic photos of Palm Park available at the Austin History Center and Portal to 

Texas History online. 

¶ Issues of the Austin American-Statesman and Austin American available through 

Newspapers.com. 

¶ Recent local news articles on Palm Park and the Palm Park School. 

¶ The 1928 Koch and Fowler city plan, which includes detailed information including a 

plan for the development of Palm Park. 

¶ Drawings of the Palm Park Shelter House from the PARD collection. 

¶ The City of Austinõs Waller Creek District Master Plan from 2010. 

Historical Context Statement 

 A historic context related to the Lower Waller Creek area was developed by HHM, Inc. for the 

Waller Creek Conservancy (now Waterloo Greenway Conservancy) in 2018. Relevant 

sections of the historic context from this report are directly quoted and shown in italics to 

differentiate them from Mead & Huntõs authorship (note: all figure captions are shown in 

italics but were authored by Mead & Hunt). 

 

Development and Demographics of Austinõs Lower Waller Creek 

Palm Park and Palm School are located west of I-35 (former East Avenue) between East 3rd 

Street and East Cesar Chavez Street (former East 1st Street), which is part of Austinõs Lower 

Waller Creek area. Waller Creek originates north of downtown Austin, winds south through 

the city, and empties into the Colorado River/Lady Bird Lake. Lower Waller Creek roughly 

encompasses the area along the creek from East 15th Street in the north to Lady Bird Lake 

in the south and between Trinity Street and I-35.4 By the late nineteenth century the subject 

parcels and surrounding area consisted of mostly frame residences (see Figure 1).5 In 1887 

the first frame public school was constructed on the current Palm School site, facing East 1st 

 
4 HHM, Inc., Historic Context Study of Waller Creek (Austin, Texas: prepared for the Waller Creek 

Conservancy, December 6, 2018), i. 
5 òAustin, Travis County, Texas, January 1894,ó 1:600 (New York: Sanborn-Perris Map Company, 1894), 

Sheet 19, University of Texas at Austin, Perry-Castañeda Library Map Collection. 
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Street. The masonry-constructed Tenth Ward School replaced it in 1892.6 Ten years later, in 

1902, the school was renamed after Swante Palm, a Swedish immigrant and prominent 

business owner and civic leader in Austin.7 The school expanded in 1910 and 1924, first to 

the east and then to the west and south.8 Notably, East 2nd Street, although platted between 

Palm School and the eventual Palm Park on early maps, does not appear to have ever 

opened to traffic at this location.9 Throughout the early twentieth century the community 

around the Palm School and future Palm Park sites continued to develop. 

 

 
Figure 1. 1890 birdõs-eye map shows former alignment of Waller Creek. The approximate 

current park area is highlighted in yellow.10 

 

HHM, Inc.õs 2018 historic context study of Waller Creek describes Lower Waller Creek in the 

early twentieth century: 

 

 
6 òInsurance Maps of Austin, Texas, 1900,ó Sheet 10. 
7 HHM, Inc., Historic Context Study of Waller Creek, 70; òHistory of Svante [Sic.] Palm Elementary,ó Palm 

Elementary, 2022, https://palm.austinschools.org/our-school/history; Notably, Palm is sometimes referred to 

as òSir Swante Palmó because King Oscar II of Sweden awarded him the Order of Wasa due to his role as a 

vice consul; however, òsiró is apparently not the correct title for that designation. Alfred E. Rogers, òJaensson, 

Swen [Swante Palm] (1815-1899),ó Texas State Historical Association Handbook of Texas, April 25, 2019, 

https://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/entries/jaensson-swen-swante-palm. 
8 James Rambin, òSound Off on the Future of Downtown Austinõs Historic Palm School,ó Towers, August 2, 

2018, https://austin.towers.net/sound-off-on-the-future-of-downtown-austins-historic-palm-school/. 
9 òInsurance Maps of Austin, Texas, 1900,ó Sheet 10. 
10 Augustus Koch, òPartial View of Austin, Texasó (Kansas City, Mo.: Inter-State Publishing Company, 

1890), Perry-Castaneda Library at the University of Texas at Austin, 

https://maps.lib.utexas.edu/maps/historical/austin -1890-birdseyeaustin_01.jpg. 
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The first quarter of the twentieth century saw [a thriving] community along Waller Creeké. 

The Waller Creek/Red River Community remained home to diverse ethnic groups who 

contributed widely to the growth and vibrancy of what was then considered part of East 

Austin. This large African American population was interspersed with white and Mexican 

households... 

 

A picture of the physical appearance of the Waller Creek and its environs below East 15th 

Street at the turn of the century is presented in the Sanborn Fire Insurance Map of 1900. The 

residential neighborhood established east and west of Waller Creek in the last quarter of the 

nineteenth century retained its density. Dwellings remained oriented towards the creek and 

some utilized the creek as a backyard for recreation and utilitarian purposes, sometimes with 

environmentally unsafe and unpleasant results that affected life for all along the creek. In the 

blocks along Waller Creek south of East 3rd Street, an area previously not depicted on 

Sanborn maps, both old and new residential development is apparent with houses occupying 

most lots except that immediately west of the Palm Schoolé. 

 

Changing demographic trends throughout the 1920sñpresent in the city at largeñslowly 

became apparent in the neighborhood. The downtown neighborhoods along Waller Creek 

began to slowly change as white middle class families moved to suburbs outside of the 

central city. The minority population increased for a short time with African American 

families joined by increasing numbers of Mexican and Lebanese families.11 

 

By the late 1920s Austin was growing at a fast pace in both size and population, and city 

officials faced increasing planning needs. [In 1927] the city council hired DallasȤbased civil 

engineering firm Koch and Fowler to prepare a comprehensive city plan. In addition to 

recommendations for the planning and future development of parks, streets, and 

community institutions such as schools and fire stations, the plan that Koch and Fowler 

developed also analyzed existing land uses. The completed plan proposed that the City of 

Austin adopt zoning rules to manage growth. This component of the plan served as a way to 

legitimize institutional segregation and had farȤreaching consequences for minorities living 

along [l]ower Waller Creek and throughout the city.12 

 

Koch and Fowlerõs 1928 City Plan òpresented detailed plans for municipal parks along 

Austinõs waterways because ôthe natural beauty of its topography and the unusual climate 

[made] it an ideal residential city.õó The consultants supported the City of Austinõs purchase 

of property immediately north of the Palm School for use as a neighborhood park and 

playground. The path of Waller Creek would have to be straightened north of the school to 

open up the spaceé.The document also noted, òSeveral neighborhood parks should be 

developed throughout this [city] to serve the adjoining territory as local neighborhood parks 

 
11 HHM, Inc., Historic Context Study of Waller Creek, 68. 
12 HHM, Inc., Historic Context Study of Waller Creek, 95. 



 

Historical Resources Survey Report, Texas Department of Transportation, Environmental Affairs Division 

istorical Studies Report, Texas Department of Transportation, Environmental Affairs Division 15 15 

15 

and community centers.ó One of these was [the] proposed playground on the enlarged 

grounds of the Palm School (see Figure 2)é. Over the course of the next decade, the City of 

Austin would implement many of the recommendations set forth in the Koch and Fowler City 

Plan using funds from the passage of bonds and, with the start of the Great Depression, 

various forms of federal aid.13  

 

 
Figure 2. Original Palm Park plan in 1928 Koch and Fowler city plan showing the original 

and proposed routes for Waller Creek.14 

 

By the late 1930s and 1940s the effects of the city plan were apparent throughout Lower 

Waller Creek, including the area around Palm School and Palm Park. Waller Creek was 

effectively rerouted along a new channel to eliminate its sharp bend through the area, and 

 
13 HHM, Inc., Historic Context Study of Waller Creek, 96. 
14 Koch & Fowler, Consulting Engineers, A City Plan for Austin, Texas (Austin, Texas: prepared for the City 

Plan Commission, 1928), Plate 14. 
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Palm Park opened to the public. At the same time, the area south of East 7th Street along 

lower Waller Creek showed increasing commercial growth.15 Implementation of the city plan 

also displaced many Black and Mexican American residents:  

 

Once a dense population group concentrated along lower Waller Creek, most African 

American households resided east of East Avenue by 1940. A few remained scattered in 

the vicinity of Waller Creek along Red River Street. Likewise, most Mexican American 

households in Austin were clustered further east, south of the enclave of African American 

families. A significant concentration of Mexican American families still lived in the Waller 

Creek area in the Driskill & Rainey and Bridge View neighborhoods, which were located 

south of East 1st Street along Rainey Street and west of East Avenue. Bridge View was 

closely connected to, and essentially undistinguishable from, the Mexican American 

neighborhoods to the east prior to the construction of I-35.16 

 

The Lower Waller Creek area saw the effects of citywide urban renewal in the mid-to-late 

twentieth century. In 1955 the City of Austin hired a consultant to prepare a comprehensive 

master plan. The Austin Development Plan, published in 1958, called for the restriction of 

development along lower Waller Creek to commercial buildings and planned for the removal 

of public facilities, including Palm School. While the city council ultimately rejected the plan, 

the ideas it presented on transportation corridors, public facilities, and land use were 

influential for future planning. The construction of I-35, which was completed in May 1962 

along former East Avenue, cut off Lower Waller Creek, including Palm School and Palm Park, 

from East Austin. These factors drove displacement of Mexican American residents living 

along lower Waller Creek. Interstate construction split the Mexican American community that 

had previously spanned either side of East Avenue, cutting off residents in the Driskill & 

Rainey and Bridge View subdivisions from East Austin. Many of the predominantly Mexican 

American children who attended Palm School lived in East Austin, so they could no longer 

easily walk to campus, and lost access to Palm Park as well. In 1976 the new George I. 

Sanchez Elementary School opened on the east side of I-35, serving many of these 

students, and Palm School closed. In 1992 a new Austin Convention Center was completed 

one block west of Palm Park, which further accelerated the commercial development and 

gentrification of the area.17 

 

Recreation and Park Design 

During the first decade of the twentieth century the United States experienced a national 

shift in attitude about the purpose of public parks. While parks were previously used for 

passive recreation and the quiet enjoyment of picturesque scenery, they took on an 

additional function as sites of athletics and play. Progressive activists argued that in 

providing locations for both active and passive recreationñfor example, athletics and 

 
15 HHM, Inc., Historic Context Study of Waller Creek, 126. 
16 HHM, Inc., Historic Context Study of Waller Creek, 138. 
17 HHM, Inc., Historic Context Study of Waller Creek, 172ð81. 
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picnickingñparks could counteract the negative effects of industrial growth and urban 

congestion. This cultural shift took place on a national scale, as suggested by statistics on 

the maintenance of public playgrounds. In 1900 only 11 cities nationwide had public 

playgrounds, but by 1910 this number had grown to 180, and in 1920, 428 cities 

maintained public playgrounds.18  

 

In the late 1920s Austin was lagging somewhat behind this national trend, with only a few 

parks and one playground. A citywide survey completed by the Playgrounds and Recreation 

Association of America in 1926 concluded that Austin needed a new play and recreation 

system. The 1928 Koch and Fowler city plan was released on the heels of the recreation 

survey. It underscored the importance of parks for recreation and play, and especially 

encouraged development of small neighborhood parks accessible to local residents òwithin 

walking distance of every person in the city.ó19  

 

The city plan recommended that land adjacent to schools be prioritized for park and 

playground development.20 To this end, Koch and Fowler identified the property north and 

west of Palm School for a community playground, providing details on which lots the city 

should purchase and how to excavate it and reroute Waller Creek: 

 

At present Waller Creek cuts across private property and just south of Third Street has 

just practically destroyed East Avenue; and then it cuts back west in Second Street and 

continues across First Street to the river. The Palm School Grounds at present contains 

one block and the greater portion of said block is covered by the school building. The 

property immediately north of Palm School, on account of being isolated and cut up by 

Waller Creek, is very cheap property, and in a neglected area. However, this block 

contains quite a few wonderful trees. The block to the west of Palm School, excepting 

for its frontage on first street, is also very cheap property and will remain so as long as 

Waller Creek is permitted to continue in its present condition. It is our recommendation 

that these tracts of lands be acquired by the city, and that the course of Waller Creek 

be straightened. The excavated material can be used to fill up the channel over the 

abandoned area. Second Street from Red River to East Avenue and Sabine Street from 

First to Third could be vacated and this entire tract covered into a very desirable 

neighborhood playground.21 

 

A drawing of Palm Park in the 1928 city plan (see Figure 2) is one of only two individual park 

plans included in the document, which emphasizes the centrality of the park to Koch and 

Fowlerõs vision of city development and its role as an example that could be replicated 

around the city.22 With its proximity to East Avenue, scattered vegetation concentrated along 

the waterway, and the winding course of Waller Creek, the park plan reflects Koch and 

 
18 Omaha City Planning Department, òA History of Omahaõs Parks and Recreation System,ó 1982, 8, 

Omaha City Planning Department, Omaha, Neb. 
19 Koch & Fowler, Consulting Engineers, A City Plan for Austin, Texas, 24. 
20 Koch & Fowler, Consulting Engineers, A City Plan for Austin, Texas, 25. 
21 Koch & Fowler, Consulting Engineers, A City Plan for Austin, Texas, 55ð56. 
22 Koch & Fowler, Consulting Engineers, A City Plan for Austin, Texas, Plate 14. 
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Fowlerõs intention that neighborhood parks be òreadily accessible by means of drives and 

boulevardsó and should provide òample sidewalks, interesting shrubbery, flowers, trees, and 

lawns and other features which would make the park inviting as a place for rest and 

recreation.ó23 

 

Importantly, Koch and Fowlerõs vision was also explicitly segregationist; they proposed a 

separate district for Black residents in East Austin that would include its own park facilities 

at Rosewood Park between Rosewood Avenue and East 12 th Street.24 Although the city plan 

did not specifically recommend it, the city also opened a separate Mexican American parkñ

Zaragosa Park (now known as Parque Zaragoza)ñsouth of Rosewood Park in East Austin in 

1931.25 Though the report does not specifically state so, it implies that Koch and Fowler 

intended Palm Park, along with other resources located west of East Avenue, to be used by 

White residents. 
 

To implement the ideas put forth in the 1928 Koch and Fowler plan, the city established the 

Parks and Playgrounds Committee that would eventually become the PARD. James Garrison, 

a graduate of the National Recreation Association and supporter of the early-twentieth-

century Playground Movement, was named Director of Recreation, and prominent local 

architect Hugo Kuehne became Vice Chairman. Kuehne, an Austin native, was nationally 

prominent as an architect and city planner. He graduated from the University of Texas and 

earned his Masterõs degree in architecture from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. 

Later he helped organize the University of Texas School of Architecture and served as a 

professor. He was very active in Austin civic life, served as president of the Central Texas 

Society of Architects, and was named as a fellow of the American Institute of Architects in 

1944. Kuehne designed many prominent buildings in Austin including the Austin Public 

Library (now the Austin History Center), International Life Building, American National Bank, 

and buildings for the Austin State Hospital.26 Prior to his appointment to the Parks and 

Playgrounds Committee, Kuehne had already designed local park structures including a 

caretakerõs cottage at Zilker Park and bathhouse at Barton Springs.27 
 

Within the new neighborhood parks and playgrounds, Kuehne designed a series of shelter 

houses to provide restrooms and spaces for recreational programming. The shelters utilized 

the dogtrot design in a reference to Texas folk architecture and pioneer building methods. 

Many were constructed in the Rustic style employed in parks nationwide, and showcased 

local building materials in their construction. The shelters provided a focal point for 

programming, from dances to performances to athletics, and became central to the 

recreational missions of the neighborhood parks and playgrounds. The fieldstone shelter 

 
23 Koch & Fowler, Consulting Engineers, A City Plan for Austin, Texas, 24. Note that although technically 

Koch and Fowler categorized Palm Park as a playground and not a neighborhood park, its design still followed 

their intentions for neighborhood parks. 
24 Koch & Fowler, Consulting Engineers, A City Plan for Austin, Texas, 57. 
25 Eliza Blackman, òHistoric PARD Shelter Houses Historic Context [Unpublished Draft],ó November 27, 2019, 2. 
26 òArchitect Kuehne Funeral Is Today,ó The Austin American, November 27, 1963; Roxanne Williamson, 

òKuehne, Hugo Franz,ó Texas State Historical Association Handbook of Texas, February 1, 1995, 

https://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/entries/kuehne-hugo-franz. 
27 Blackman, òHistoric PARD Shelter Houses Historic Context [Unpublished Draft],ó 1ð2. 
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building in Palm Park (see Figure 3), completed in 1933, is one of eight of these shelters 

that are still extant throughout Austin, including one in the historically Mexican American 

Parque Zaragoza in East Austin. Although Kuehne is only recorded as the architect of three 

of the shelters, including those at Eastwoods Park, Little Stacy Park, and West Austin Park, 

he is believed to have been involved in the overall design scheme for all of them.28 

 

 
28 Blackman, òHistoric PARD Shelter Houses Historic Context [Unpublished Draft],ó 3; Eliza Blackman, 

òHistoric PARD Shelter Houses Multiple Property Form [Unpublished Draft],ó November 27, 2019. 
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Figure 3. Plan drawings for Palm Park shelter, detail of west elevation, c.1930.29 

 

 

 
29 òPalm Playground Shelter House Drawingsó (G.S. Moore, c 1930), City of Austin Parks and Recreation Department. 
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 Following the release of the 1928 city plan and creation of the Parks and Playgrounds 

Committee, the development of neighborhood parks and playgrounds throughout Austinñ

including Palm Parkñwas hugely successful. Austinõs park programming had more than 1.6 

million participants in 1934, and eventually other cities began to look to Austin as a national 

model for recreation programming.30 

 

Palm Park History 

A 1922 Austin American article suggests that even before the 1928 city plan or official 

designation of the playground, the area surrounding Palm School was already effectively 

being used as a park.31 As described above (see Recreation and Park Design), Koch and 

Fowler presented a plan for Palm Park including the rechannelization of Waller Creek in their 

1928 report. The city wasted no time in implementing their vision, purchasing lots north of 

the school in 1929 and beginning construction in 1930.32 Notably, though the 1928 Koch 

and Fowler plan recommended developing the lots to the west of the school as well, they 

were not ultimately incorporated into Palm Park. 

 

The process of developing the land that would become Palm Park is detailed in HHM, Inc.õs 

2018 Historic Context Study of Waller Creek:  

 

The rechannelization of Waller Creek and the creation of what became Palm Parké[were 

both] funded through a bond program passed in 1928 and with federal aid. It was one of 

several municipal parks created at that time. An aerial view of the Palm School vicinity from 

around 1930 shows the area not long before the creekõs rechannelization. The creek ran 

directly behind the Palm School and the block adjacent, limiting the grounds around the 

school and effectively cutting off East 2nd Street from a connection with East Avenue. The 

Austin AmericanȤStatesman reported, òAdditional grounds are to be secured for Palm 

School by the city which plans to reclaim part of the waste territory in that section and 

convert it into a parked area as an addition to the Palm school campus.ó The first step in the 

rechannelization and park project was the removal of houses along Waller Creek in the 

block bound by East 2nd, East 3rd, and Sabine Streets and East Avenue; the City accepted 

bids for this work in June 1928. The City of Austin bore the expenses for materials and tools 

while the Civil Works Administrationñwhich headquartered in the [L]ower Waller Creek area 

in a block of buildings on East 6th Streetñcovered labor costs.33 

 

Plans for the beautification of what would become Palm Park included a replacement bridge 

over Waller Creek at East 2nd Street, which had washed away in the floods of 1915. The 

work was to be funded by the 1930 bond package, and the bridge opened on September 

25, 1930, connecting the downtown area with East Austin and providing easy access to the 

 
30 Blackman, òHistoric PARD Shelter Houses Historic Context [Unpublished Draft],ó 3. 
31 òParents Kick on Palm Park Loafing Tribe,ó The Austin American, May 26, 1922. 
32 òOld Tenth Ward Gets Playground After Purchases,ó The Austin American, March 8, 1929. 
33 HHM, Inc., Historic Context Study of Waller Creek, 100. 
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new park land.34 In November 1930, city engineer Jac Gubbels submitted a òPalm School 

playground planó [that] included two ball courts; two volleyball courts; two croquet courts; a 

double tennis court; a swimming pool; a pergola; and a brick gymnasium fit for community 

meetings, athletics, and theater performances.35 [Some of] that work was completed in the 

spring of 1931, and the city approved the budget allocating funds for development of the 

playground in September 1932. The well-equipped playground and pool opened May 29, 

1933, and the shelter building opened that same year.36 It is unclear whether some of the 

other features mentioned in the plan, including the wide variety of athletic courts, were ever 

completed. A bridge over Waller Creek along Red River Street, just west of the park, opened 

in the mid-1930s.37 

 

By the mid-1930s and 1940s Palm Park was complete and in daily use by the students who 

attended Palm School (which expanded in the 1930s and again in the 1940s) and residents 

of nearby neighborhoods (see Figure 4).38 East Austin residents could easily cross East 

Avenue on foot to access the park (see Figure 5). In 1935 Palm Park was one of six city 

parks for which the city hired supervisors to plan recreational programming and oversee 

operations.39 A 1941 photograph (see Figure 6) shows a lifeguard teaching swimming in the 

Palm Park pool, indicating that swim classes were offered at the park. One limitation of the 

programming at this time and for many years to follow was that the Lower Waller Creek area 

experienced periods of severe flooding. At one point in the spring of 1935 the Palm Park 

Playground was saturated underneath six feet of water.40 Infrastructure would not be 

developed to address the flooding issues until the Waller Creek Tunnel went under 

construction in 2011; eventually, the one-mile-long tunnel would divert floodwaters from 

Waterloo Park to Lady Bird Lake, relieving flooding in the Lower Waller Creek area.41 

 

 
34 HHM, Inc., Historic Context Study of Waller Creek, 108. 
35 òImprovement of City Parks Voted,ó The Austin American, November 19, 1930. 
36 HHM, Inc., Historic Context Study of Waller Creek, 100. 
37 A 1952 aerial image shows tennis courts north located north of the swimming pool but no evidence of 

the range of other courts mentioned in the initial park plan. òAerial Image, Austin, Texas, 1952,ó 1952, Historic 

Aerials by NETR Online, https://www.historicaerials.com/viewer; HHM, Inc., Historic Context Study of Waller 

Creek, 107. 
38 òAustin, Texas, 1935 (Revised 1961) Vol. 1.,ó Sheet 10. 
39 òPlayground Work Starts March 15,ó The Austin American, February 10, 1935. 
40 HHM, Inc., Historic Context Study of Waller Creek, 106ð7. 
41 Elizabeth Findell, òCity: Waller Creek Tunnel Works, Despite Fight Over Construction Flaws,ó Austin 

American-Statesman, March 24, 2018, https://www.statesman.com/story/news/2018/03/24/city -waller-

creek-tunnel-works-despite-fight-over-construction-flaws/10032176007/; òWaller Creek District and Tunnel,ó 

AustinTexas.Gov, accessed February 22, 2022, https://www.austintexas.gov/department/waller-creek-district-

and-tunnel. 
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Figure 4. Children playing west of Palm Park shelter, 1945.42 

 

 
Figure 5. c. 1940 photo of the east side of Palm Park with East Avenue visible. Note 

pedestrian to the right crossing East Avenue to access park.43 

 
42 òConcrete Slab at Palm,ó February 9, 1945, AF-PARKS P1200 (20), Austin History Center. 
43 Austin (Tex.), Bureau of Identification Photographic Laboratory, ò[Palm Park],ó n.d., AF-PARKS P1200 

(20), Austin History Center. Note that although the date created according to Austin History Center records is 

1959, that does not correspond with the vehicles and clothing visible in the photo which appear to be earlier. 
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Figure 6. 1941 photo of lifeguard and children in Palm Park pool.44 

 

Discriminatory practices limited who was welcome to use the Palm Park pool in an era when 

and a place where segregated swimming was typically enforced. One former Mexican 

American student who attended Palm School recalled that during the Depression era he was 

not allowed to swim in the pool and was even chased out of the park by other children. 

Another former Palm School student also remembered that in the late 1940s and 1950s the 

pool was segregated and that Mexican American children swam in Waller Creek nearby.45 It 

appears that even as the pool remained segregated and limited to use by White residents, 

some Austinites thought of Palm Park as a space for Mexican American residents. A Mexican 

American mother who tried to bring her daughter to the Metz Park pool in 1951 was told by 

a lifeguard there that she should go to either Palm Park or Parque Zaragoza, which were 

òparks for Latin Americans.ó46 Apparently local residents, including the many Mexican 

Americans who lived in the area and attended Palm School, received conflicting messages 

about who was welcome at the park and at the pool. 

 

 
44 Bureau of Identification Photographic Laboratory, òChildren in Palm Park Swimming Pool,ó June 5, 1941, 

The Portal to Texas History, University of North Texas Libraries, 

https://texashistory.unt.edu/ark:/67531/metapth124582/m1/1/?q=palm%20park.  
45 HHM, Inc., Historic Context Study of Waller Creek, 106, 142ð43. 
46 òDiscrimination at Pool Claimed,ó Austin American-Statesman, August 2, 1951. 
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The development of I-35 directly east of Palm Park in the late 1950s and early 1960s 

constituted a major change to the setting of the park and ability for local residents to access 

it. It had been common for families and children to walk across East Avenue to Palm School 

and Palm Park, but they could no longer easily do so after the Interstate was in place.47 This 

was just one of several issues that pitted school advocates against government officials. By 

the late 1960s local newspapers show significant complaints about Palm School conditions 

and rising tension between the School Board and the Parent Teacher Association, which 

accused the board of discriminatory practices toward their students. The Mexican American 

Student Organization at the University of Texas at Austin became involved and organized on 

behalf of Palm School students.48 These were only a few of many citywide school 

discrimination and segregation accusations.49 In 1976 the Palm School closed, and a new 

elementary school opened across I-35 in East Austin to serve the predominantly Mexican 

American community. The new Sanchez School had been constructed as part of 

desegregation negotiations between the Austin Independent School District (AISD), National 

Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), and Mexican-American Legal 

Defense Education Fund.50 

 

In the 1970s and 1980s the city maintained and improved Palm Parkõs amenities. The 

Greenbelt Trail along Waller Creek, which connected and improved circulation patterns 

along the waterway through downtown Austin, was planned in the mid-1970s and 

completed in the mid-1980s (see Figure 7).51 A 1980 newspaper article indicated that, at 

that time, Palm Park offered picnic tables, a shelter, off-street parking, restrooms, a 

swimming pool, an open playfield, play equipment, a play slab, and two tennis courts.52  

 

 

 

 
47 òForgotten Austin Park Getting New Life,ó KXAN Austin, May 11, 2018, 

https://www.kxan.com/news/local/austin/forgotten -austin-park-getting-new-life/.  
48 Alicia Helton, òBoard Hears Complaints on Palm School Building,ó Austin American-Statesman, March 

12, 1968; Alicia Helton, òRepairs Study Ordered,ó Austin American-Statesman, February 13, 1968. 
49 Nell Lee, òCity Said Segregating Intentionally,ó Austin American-Statesman, June 15, 1971. 
50 HHM, Inc., City of Austin Historic Resources Survey: Final Report, Volume I (Prepared for the City of 

Austin, October 2016), 142. 
51 Mike Cox, òStudents Seek Improvement: Recreation Trails Hoped for Waller Creek,ó Austin American-

Statesman, October 22, 1972; Peggy Vlerebome, òWaller Creek Project Jogs Old Memories,ó Austin American-

Statesman, March 1, 1982. 
52 òPark Amenities,ó Austin American-Statesman, August 31, 1980, The River Rambler: Recreational 

Activities Fall-Winter 1980 edition. 
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Figure 7. Plan for Waller Creek Greenbelt Trail in 1972; portion through Palm Park is highlighted.53 

 

 

 
53 Cox, òStudents Seek Improvement: Recreation Trails Hoped for Waller Creek.ó 
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